THE TALK OF THE TOWN 


Notes and Comment 


N OW ami again, in the most un- 
likely places, there appears a little 
paradigm of the sort of misun- 
derstanding between men of presuma- 
bly good faith and sound intelligence 
which, in personal or international af- 
fairs, brings on catastrophe. Such a 
paradigm was presented recently in the 
pages of the Tunes Bank Refine. Han- 
nah A remit had written for this mntrn- 
zinc, and for publication in hook form, 
an account of the trial of Adolf Kick- 
mann in Jerusalem. No one was more 
qualified than Miss A remit to undertake 
such a work; her experience as German 
Jew, historian, philosopher, ami hu- 
manist enabled her to approach her sub- 
ject with feeling, with reason, and with 
knowledge. She outlined precisely and 
brilliantly the structure of the Nazi 

hierarchy. She analyzed the character of 
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Kichmann, a member of that hierarchy, 
and found him, despite the scope of the 
horror that it was within his power to 
inflict, a man without depth of charac- 
ter, of passion, or of intelligence; six 
million victims could not ha ve been exe- 
cuted without the dogged efficiency of 
such simpletons as he. She recorded the 
hehawoF of ijidividuab anti of nations, 
and found within her Story a moral for 
Germans, for citizens of other Western 
countries, and for Jews — in descending 
order of responsibility: It is evil to assent 
actively or passively to evil, as its in- 
strument, as its observer, or as its victim. 
She criticized the Israeli handling of the 
case for its lapses into histrionics at a 
moment that called for calm analysis 
and for the rendering of justice to an 
individual who reflected the almost total 
collapse of conscience in a formerly 
civilized nation. One of tlie assumptions 
underlying her work was that, while 
compassion is one enemy of evil, a strong- 
er ami more reliable force for good is 
reason, for the dictates of reason in mor- 
al questions are most likely to coincide 


with' the demands of conscience. She 
was concerned with all the sins of omis- 
sion and commission that contributed 
to the disaster, and, concluding that evil 
is never grand but (an infinitely more 
terrible thought) unremittingly trivial, 
she subtitled her work “A Report on 
the Hannlitv of Evil.” 

Hut, with the perversity that often 
interrupts even the most lucid and bril- 
liant discussions of ethics and historiog- 
raphy, Michael A. M usman no, a Justice 
of the Supreme Court of ' Pennsyl- 
vania, chose, in the pages of the Thru's* 
to misunderstand.. In reviewing her 
book, lie accused .Miss A rend t of an ex- 
cess of sympathy for Kichmann (her 
condemnation of the Nazi leaders was 
far more withering than any that had 
been made before) and of. a lack of 
sympathy for the Jews (her sorrow 
over their sufferin': was far more elo- 
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quent than the Justice’s own ). He 
ignored all Miss Arendt’s ironies (re- 
ferring to her “Alas, nobody believed 
him,” unmistakably ironic in context, as 
n “lament" for Kichmann He accused 
her of indifference to “the screams of 
horror-stricken women ami terrorized 
children ns they saw the tornado 
of death sweeping toward them," al- 
though an important purpose of her 
inquiry was to determine the causes of 
those screams, so that they mieht never 
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he heard again. To Miss Arendt’s 
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quiet, moral, rational document he op- 
posed such rhetorical exclamations as 
“Himmler!” “Hitler! as though 
these were enlightening statements in 
the philosophy of history. When, in a 
letter solicited by the VVwrr, Miss 
A remit attempted to clarify her already 
clear position, Justice Musmanno, in a 
reply, simply distorted it again, in such 
a wav as to make fruitful discussfrrmff 
“Kichmann in Jerusalem” almost im- 
possible. The Thru 7 published this un? 
symmetrical exchange without com- 
ment, and, evidently no more sensitive 
to irony than Justice Musmanno him- 
self, added to the confusion bv present- 
ini: a letter written in Miss Arendt’s de- 
fens** as though its author, Irving J. 
Weiss, had taken tin- side of Justice 
Musmanno. The refusal t»i hstni % the 
frightening breakdown of communica- 
tion, is nothing new; w'e have grown 
accustomed to it in life and in the head- 
lines. Hut the very essence of litem- 
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ture is com nut mention, and to fiiul such 

a breakdown in the literary section of 
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a major newspaper is profoundly dis- 
appointing. 
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T HE Rehearsal Club, which occu- 
pies two five-storv hrownstones on 
W est Kifty-tlurd Street, is tluyJtome 
away from home of s<nne foru* gills, 
rangib^jn age from eighteen t/ thirty, 
all of whoSi are bent on becoming star 
actresses, singers, dancers, or/vjint you 
will in the per Induing arts./l’he other 
day, the RchearsaNClub gyve a party to 
celebrate its fi ftiVt IrVt i un v c rsa rv , and 
we were among tho^^ invited to. be 
present. No sooner dubweShig the front- 
door bell than the dufir swimeopen and 
a maid beckoned 11/into a darVjy wain- 
scotted entrancy hall, cliargenvwitlt 
the presence — -incrcifully, in ptwrait 
form — of an iwesomc Episcopal »Na- 
cotu’ss nameiLn.-me Harris Hall. It waV 
this sombre |]/rson:tge who, with the help 
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